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Abstract 
The paper deals with some important aspects of managing high-potential employees. This topic often presents some significant 
challenges to the company. Firstly, the aim of this paper is to help managers to identify and face these challenges. Secondly, in 
order to help managers and executives to improve the identification and development of high-potential employees, there are 
different actions to be taken: to share the responsibility up to the top management of company, to create a culture of 
development, to define clearly the criteria for tracking high-potential employees, to make the selection process transparent, to 
manage regularly the expectations of high-potential employees and to provide them with an individual development of their 
careers and also to revise and adjust management of high-potentials according to the situation. Companies should also be aware 
of the fact that the high-potential label is not recognition of employee’s past results, but it is more likely the assessment of his 
potential contribution in the future, therefore it is impossible to implement the management of high-potential employees in 
isolation. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. 
Selection and/ peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Research and Education Center. 
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1. Introduction 
The company cannot be successful without the financial and material resources, but human resources should be 
an active element that sets the other ones in motion and keep them going (Rolková, 2013). Managing high-potential 
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employees – those employees who are identified as having excellent skills for filling the key positions in the 
company in the future – has become an important issue for companies. This challenge is even more critical because 
high-potential employees are often more concerned about their personal fulfilment that about their sense of 
belonging to the company. According to Berglas (2006) high-potential employees represent 20% of employees who 
produce 80% of the business benefits. Fails in managing high-potentials can therefore cause a raise of costs because 
of its negative impact on productivity, leadership, knowledge and work atmosphere (Nyberg, 2010). High-potential 
employees who have not been managed in a correct way are also more likely to leave their employers which leads to 
the raise of costs exceeding several times their annual salary, because this loss of experienced and competent 
employee means additional expenses on hiring a new employee and his training, coaching or other development. 
Finally, inefficient management of high-potentials can affect the work atmosphere and image of the company 
because it sends a negative signal about the manner in which the most promising employees are treated. 
2. The challenges in managing high-potential employees 
First of all, it is important to be aware of the definition of “high-potential employee”. The term “high-potential” 
means that an employee possesses superior or rare qualities and skills that give him a possibility of development in 
order to help the company to achieve corporate objectives and be successful in the future. Therefore, high-potential 
employee is able to develop his capacities and will be able to learn and gain experience during his career (Lombardo 
& Eichinger, 2000).  This is quite near to what talent is. In general, an employee talent can be seen as a person with 
particular combination of abilities, skills, expertise, personal qualities and potential for the future. Therefore, the 
criterion of talent should be the performance and potential (Rolková, 2011). 
However, the key factors determining high potential can be different for every company. Therefore, it is quite 
difficult to set up a universal definition of high-potential employee as this depends of various factors (sector of 
activity, organizational chart, position in a company, etc.). On the other hand, there is also a different perception of 
high potential from one person to the other. This absence of unique vision of high potential can sometimes be 
confusing and can seduce managers to identify high-potentials according to criterion that they know well – 
performance and past results. According to the survey realized in 2007 in 1000 worldwide companies, 78% of these 
companies confirmed that the process of identification of high-potential employees is based on their past results. 
(Verma, 2009). 
If the employee is perceived as a high-potential and is aware of this fact and informed by his superior, this 
information has a clear message: “We believe that you have skills that will allow you to accede to the posts in upper 
levels in the company in the future” (Verma, 2009). Therefore, “high-potential label” represents an excellent sign of 
confidence of the company towards the employee, but on the other hand it makes raise his expectations. The 
importance and diversity of his expectations could explain that, sometimes, high-potential employees feel not to 
receive what they were promised (Martin & Schmidt, 2010). In addition, other employees who do not belong to this 
group of high-potentials are often asking question “why them and not me?” This is often a case and according to the 
study, 80% of employees consider themselves more efficient that their colleagues (Gosselin & Murphy, 1994). It is 
therefore not surprising to observe the disappointment or frustration among those who perceive this choice unfair. In 
order to avoid this problem, many companies try to be discrete about the names of employees perceived as high-
potentials. However, the study showed us that even if 78% of companies do not provide information about their 
choice of high-potentials, 90% of time, the staff knows what is going on (Fernandez-Araoz et al., 2011). The 
protection of this secret list is quite difficult, regarding the development strategies and all activities offered to high-
potentials. 
3.  How to face these challenges in managing high-potential employees? 
3.1. Share the responsibility up to the top management of company and create a culture of development 
Companies often tend to delegate the responsibility of identification and development of high-potentials to their 
direct superiors. Besides the fact that they are not always very competent in realizing this task, there is also a 
problem of different focus. Direct superiors are often rather focused on the needs of their business unit that on the 
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development of high-potentials in their team, therefore they offer only limited opportunities of development. There 
is also another strong trend – to delegate the entire responsibility of the identification and development of high-
potentials to HR department (Conger & Fulmer, 2003). Although HR department has many efficient tools to identify 
high-potentials and support their development, the study indicates that the commitment of managers at all levels in 
company, and particularly top managers, bring the value added to the process of managing high-potentials.  
Thus, the companies that share the responsibility of identification and development of high-potentials between 
HR department, executives and management seem to be the most efficient ones in developing their skills for the 
future. This shared responsibility is easier to establish in companies with clearly stated culture of development. The 
studies reveal that regardless to the choice of method, development of skills and leadership competencies are 
facilitated by support of management, support of employee’s direct superior or by corporate culture valorising 
learning and development (Yukl, 2006). When the high-potentials are not supported by management, they tend to 
perceive development activities as not so important and they choose other priorities. Therefore, it sometimes 
happens that HR department fails its development program even if it was well prepared. The company should 
clearly state that managers could participate in identification and development of all high-potential employees and 
not just those who are their direct subordinates. 
3.2. Define clearly the criteria for identification of high-potential employees and make the selection process 
transparent 
It is important to define clearly what does high-potential employee mean for the company and also define the 
framework of their identification. This framework should be set up in accordance to the corporate definition of high-
potentials that can vary from one company to another. When defining this framework, we should not forget about 
the dimensions of growth, learning abilities, motivation, interpersonal skills or other factors relevant for the 
company. It seems crucial both for employees labelled high-potentials and those without this label to understand 
well the process of identification in the company. Some companies try to be transparent in this process or at least in 
the part of it (Conger & Fulmer, 2003). In some of them, employees know whether they are considered as high-
potentials or not and they are responsible to keep up to date their personal files, development plans or career 
scenarios and this file is also reviewed by their superiors. In some other companies, these employees can directly 
apply for vacant posts.  
The transparency is also important throughout all the process of development of high-potential employees. The 
employees are often the best source of information about themselves, their experiences and their competencies. 
When having a clear idea about their current situation, high-potentials are able to develop themselves because they 
know exactly what to do to get to the next step in their career. This means that it is important to measure regularly 
their progress (every two or three months), to give the possibility to revise their potential at least once a year and 
report them clearly and precisely all the relevant information (Beeson, 2009). 
3.3. Manage regularly the expectations of high-potential employees and provide them with an individual 
development of their careers 
The entry to the “private club” of high-potentials is an opportunity to gain an immediate recognition, but this is 
not enough to satisfy the needs of appreciation and prestige that are often common to these employees (Saunderson, 
2010). Some authors underline that it is necessary to provide them with more than only an increased salary and that 
they are quite sensitive to the fact of being publicly recognized, for example when they are allowed to speak on a 
conference on behalf of the company, allowed to established privileged relations with important clients or they are 
consulted by top management of their company when discussing an important issue (Groysberg et al., 2004). The 
high-potentials appreciate when their individual performance is clearly visible and recognized materially or 
symbolically. However, the current trends in business do not always meet their needs, because it is still preferable to 
recognize the performance by the salary (Verma, 2009).  In addition, high-potentials do not have all the same 
expectations about the future evolution of their careers. In order to maintain high retention rate and employee’s 
engagement and avoid excessive fluctuation of high-potential employees, the company should provide them with an 
individual approach of career development and make them feel valued. Individual coaching is also an efficient way 
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of their development. Monitoring them regularly can also help to discover their career expectations and eventually 
calm down their impatience while ensuring that they take advantage of development opportunities. 
3.4. Favour development rather than replacing 
Research shows that companies that are successful in managing their high-potential employees are focused rather 
on development of their employees than on replacing. CEOs and HR directors of these companies confirm that this 
successful management of high-potentials is mainly due to two processes often locked up in the company: firstly, 
tracking and planning of workforce and, secondly, development of employee’s skills (Groves, 2007). There are three 
main principles facilitating the development of skills of high-potentials: learning in action and the real impact of the 
work; individual coaching and qualified feedback; possibility of network development. Generally, high-potentials 
learn more when they are facing real problems because they know that the incapacity of finding solution has real 
consequences. This way of acquisition of new skills and competencies is more efficient than taking course or 
training, it is needed to be experienced in real life. Various strategies are possible: job rotation on strategic positions 
in different business units or different countries, special programs bringing together a group of high-potentials 
working on some strategic issue and bringing recommendations on this subject. It is also possible to prepare more 
limited mandates without being necessary to change the position in company.  
The best way of promoting learning through action is to use a reflective thinking about the practice – take 
yourself as a subject of reflection, ask yourself questions about your way of acting in order to learn from your 
experience. It is known that the more employees climb up a level of responsibility or authority in a hierarchy, the 
less they receive feedback (Hall et al., 1999). It seems therefore essential to provide high-potentials with a 
possibility of thinking over their acts and make them receive feedback, especially when facing difficult challenges. 
This could be also the function of coaching: support employee and integrate him in learning situations. A creation of 
network development systems is also one of the features of the companies managing successfully their high-
potential employees. A classic example is an academy of leaders. These are structured around strategic projects that 
high-potentials are working on and are observed by senior managers. This is the way to acquire new experiences and 
develop their skills while creating or developing their network at the same time. The typical example is an 
establishment of formal or informal mentoring relationship. According to the study, employees with a mentor 
increase their performance and corporate engagement faster and are more likely to be promoted (Lankua & 
Scandura, 2002). However, a creation of a network of mentors, rather than having one mentor, is even more 
promising for the future of high-potentials and it gives them more opportunities for diversified development 
(Groves, 2007). 
3.5. Revise and adjust management of high-potentials according to the situation 
Only a few companies formally revise and evaluate the efficiency of the management of high-potentials and even 
if it is done, they tend to use the indicators of satisfaction or participation for this evaluation (Groves, 2007). 
However, to detect the possible problems in advance and find solutions, we have to measure the efficiency of 
identification and development of high-potentials. The evaluation of efficiency of managing high-potentials could be 
done through different indicators, such as replacement rate, the number of identified high-potential employees, 
number of high-potentials ready to move on a position in the upper level of corporate hierarchy or attrition rate of 
high-potentials. Beyond these quantitative indicators, there are also some qualitative indicators to be examined, such 
as changes of behaviour, changes of personal values, the role of coaching and mentoring or implementation of 
acquired skills into everyday work, etc. 
4. Conclusion 
Companies face important challenges when managing their high-potential employees. They should keep in mind 
that high potential does not mean recognition of past performance or results, but it is more likely the assessment of 
employee’s potential contribution in the future. What is more, companies should prefer the development of their 
employees rather than their replacement together with a creation of corporate culture of development where 
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management of high-potential employees becomes the process with shared responsibility. Moreover, the 
implementation of these processes cannot be done in isolation. Therefore, it should be included in the 
implementation of corporate strategy. 
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